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Adoniram Judson, wrote an account of their experiences which
gives a horrifying picture of the inside of a Burmese prison.1
The Buddhist Church was controlled by the king through a
Thathanabaing ('possessor of discipline') and a council of
ecclesiastics and laymen, all of whom he appointed. The
administration was concerned with monastic discipline and the
management of endowments to monasteries and shrines. Organ-
ization was loose and monasteries were largely autonomous. As
every king had received part of his education as a boy in a
monastery, it was customary for him on his accession to invest its
abbot with the authority of Thathanabaing. The country was
divided into districts at the head of each of which was a Gaing
Ok, whose task it was to settle disputes and maintain discipline.
No monk as such could be dealt with by the secular authority.
Where one was accused of a serious crime, however, a local
magistrate might hold an inquiry and submit a report to the
king. The council would then unfrock the offender and hand
him over to secular justice.
Every village had its pagoda and at least one resident monk,
who held office by invitation of the villagers. The village
monastery was also its school, where boys were taught not only
the beliefs and moral precepts of their religion, but also to read
and write. It was the universal custom for boys to don the
yellow robe and enter a monastery at the age of puberty, and
remain there for a year or two under instruction. There was
thus a high degree of literacy throughout the country, and
especially in Upper Burma, where monasteries were more
numerous than in the south*
The influence of the monkhood was vast, and although they
never sat in the courts, the law-books which guided judicial
decisions, were almost all compiled by monks. Burmese life
centred round the religious shrines and the monasteries; and
during the many times of disorder, when the civil government
broke down, it was the Buddhist organization, loose though it
was, which held society together. It has been well said that
"without studying their Buddhism, their priesthood, and their
religious observances it is impossible to acquire any true insight
into the Burmese character".
1 Gouger, H., A Personal Narrafos of Two Tears9 Imprisonment in Burmah.